Conyers Middleton, a letter from rome 1 how does heterodoxy, 'other teaching', attempt to gain authority in a world dominated, intellectually and religiously, by orthodoxy? this essay offers a perspective on the problem by focusing on Conyers Middleton (1683-1750), a thinker who was more than usually aware of the ambiguities at the core of his own heterodox assault on the status of theological (and historical) orthodoxy in eighteenth-century england. to begin, then, with an observation by one of those who classically enunciated the right to toleration, and whose own religious thinking was widely assumed to be heterodox: 'for every Church is orthodox to it self; to others erroneous or heretical.' 2 so, of course, declared John locke in his Letter Concerning Toleration, and it is a phrase that seems unproblematic to modern readers. Problematic, however, it certainly is, not least as orthodoxy, 'right teaching', requires, by definition, an authoritative structure of institutions and contexts, firmly defining the parameters within which 'right' thinking and debate about such thinking might take place. for clerical critics of locke, who were legion, his assertion was paradoxically individualistic, implying as he had that churches were merely personae fictae: orthodoxy, for his critics, was a communal fiat, and it simply could not be a matter of self-description. eighteenth-century critics of orthodoxy often, nevertheless, appealed to locke's sentiment in authorising their doubts, but it was not an apologetic tactic that their self-consciously orthodox opponents found particularly impressive.
4 When Middleton wrote his most scandalously heterodox work, the Free Inquiry into the Miraculous Powers, which are supposed to have subsisted in the Christian Church, from the earliest ages through several successive centuries (1749), he sought intellectual authority for his undertaking by noticing that locke had adverted to the questionable nature of the miracles of the early Church in his Third Letter Concerning Toleration. Wesley had cut to the apologetic quick in criticising Middleton's enterprise by undermining the standing of his would-be legitimating authority. how, therefore, could heterodoxy define its own claims to authority, particularly when, artfully or otherwise, it did so from within a Christian, or at least a semi-Christian, framework? examination of the writings of Middleton allows one to address this question, observing in the process Burke (oxford, 1998) .
